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A comprehensive evaluation of the characteristics of

students attending a public alternative school revealed marked
differences between the experimental group (the alternative school)
and a control group (students attending a regular public school).
Alternative school students showed significantly lower achievement
and ability on all measures, while manifecting notably greater
approval of their teachers than did the control group. Sex
differences in achievement, performance, and attitude were found
among the free school sample; and these are contrasted with the
pattern of reqular sex differences in regular schools. The
significance of these findings for the establishment and running of
alternative schools is discussed. (Author)
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he Problem

[

Alternative and/or free schools are now to be found in many communities
in the USA. Research into the effectiveness of these schools and the worth
of their programs is in most instances hampered by the fact that the great
majority of these institutions are private fee paying scnools. Thus, it
1s that the siudents who attend these alternative schools tend to be drawn
from the more affluent sections of the community that can afford and are
prepared to pay for their children’s education over and above school taxes.
This study is involved with the assessment of learner characteristics of
students who attend a public tax-supported alternative school and thus it
provides an opportunity to examine the characteristics of students who have
chosen to attend an alternative school.and have not been constrained by
problems of cost to their parents. The main objective of the study was to
look at the achievement, attitude, and behavioral characteristics of students

“who were attracted to and chose to attend this kind of highly individualized,
unstructured, and relatively free educational environment., The study was

specifically concerned with the extent to which students in the free schooi g
| :differed from those who attended the regular schoois in the district. :i_.f i
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Recent articles (3,4) in the Harvard Educational Review and in the
Review of Educational Research (6) have touched upon the fact that there
are a growing number of tax-supported alternative/free schools in the
United States. Further, these articles note the general paucity of research
and data on and about such schools. The present study is an attempt to add
to the information we have about what kind of student attends an alternative
school when soch a school is part of the public school system.

The major theoretical framework for this study {s the assumption that
special treatment in the form of differential programs will have definite
and measurable effect upon students in the program. In a sense the theory
is one of individual differences, for it emphasizes the different needs of
stuoents and.1mp11es that only in an a1ternet1ve school setting can the
diversity of student needs be met. All too frequently this framework remains
as a set of assumptions throughout the 1ife of the program, the assumpt1ons
are not tested and it is assumed that the special program of the free/
alternative school is in fact benefiting the students. A second theoretical
underpinning of this study is the idea that a different kind of student is
attracted to different kinds of programs, i.e., students who choose to
attend an a1£ernat1ve/free school rather'than a regular public school are

1dentff1ably different from other students. Different in the sense that

, they have. different behaviors. attitudes, achievement and ability patterns,

 came. from d1fferent backgrounds. atc. Us1ng the methods of random and ;"°

3 ‘”matched/selected control groups th1s study prov1des some data relevant to i

o *?ff?rparts of this theoretical asSumption.;rt_ e




Methods and Procedures

The subjects forming the experimental group in this study were the
students currently attending a publicly controlled and tax-supported
alternative/free school. The school which at the time of the data gathering
(1973) had been in existence for two years is part of the school system of
an urban area of 125,000 people, it has {ts own buildings and 1s open to
students in grades 8, 9, and 10 who request permission to attend. When
established the school was meant as an alternative for students who were
disaffected with the regular public schools, finding their organizatfon
and structure not to their 1iking. Students in the experimental group
(total of 50 Ss, 28 males and 22 females) were compared with a sample of
students of similar age drawn from regular schools in the district.

The study involved a post-pre design which allowed for comparisons
between students newly arrived at the alternative school (in early September
of the school year) and students who in the previous June had been attending
the school for a year. Thus, in the Tables I, II, III, IV, and V, "Entering
Class” refers to students in the experimental group who were newly arrived
at the school, and "Finishing Class" identifies the sub-group of the
experimental group who had (the previous June) been attending the school for

a year. This design with the addition of a control group from a regular

‘public school permits comparisons between alternatfve schoo? students and

‘f;tthe control group and 1t also provides data re1at1ve to the influence that

,ygactual attendance at this type of school has upon students.k

A11 data were,gathered by the principaI investigators (authors) and
i 9, and observations



carried out by them. A lesser amount of data were obtained from the student
files of §s 1n both control and experimental groups. No deception of any
kind was employed in this study; all Ss were appraised from the beginning
of the investigators' aims and purposes. The investigators spent many
hours in the free school observing and informally talking with students
before any data gathering per se was undertaken.
Data Source
Data on Ss were obtained using the following methods and procedures:
(1) Intelligence test scores: all Ssin the experimental group were
tested with the Short Form of Academic Aptitude; control group Ssdata
from file, scores from the California Mental Maturity Test.
(2) Achfevement scores: all Ss in both experimental and control groups
were tested with the Stanford Achievement Tests. (7) ‘
(3) Achievement scores: a measure of experimental Ss achievement was
taken from teachers' reports on Ss (having same similarity to a
gnade).
(4) Brown and Holtzman survey of study habits and attitudes; measure given
to all Ss. (1)
(5) Controlled and systematic observations of experimental Ss were carried
out. ;
(6) Data on experimental and centrol subjects was obtained from students'
b files. This procedure aliowed for the building of achievement profiles.,'if*eii
s i;thus permitting comparisons between actua1 performance and achievement |
uiri”{'f and hypotheticai futu‘

‘ Pérformance of Selected ne 1V_;uai students fﬁ;7f:’i:k

n_-derived from extrapo]ating past aChievement scores and'grad -



Results and Discussion QL

The data in the Tables is largely self-explanatory. Perhaps one
of the best ways to summarize the findings is to present descriptive
profiles, derived from the data, of typical male and female students

attending this alternative schoonl,

INSERT TABLE I ABOUT HERE

A typical male experimental S (attending the free school) would be
below average in intelligence (I.Q. 91) with poor ability levels. (Tables I,
11, 111, and IV) His achievement test data reveals that he is approximately
two years behind grade in reading, three years behind in math computation and
two years behind in his ability to apply mathematical knowledge. His study
habits will be poor (28th percentile), his attitude toward school and overall
study orientation will be at similar levels (41st percentile and 32nd
percentile). He approves of his teacher (at national norm). In terms of
"grades" assigned by his teachers on a 0-3 scale he never gets a 3 point and
the mean is 1 90. His current ach1evement may be fairly accurately predicted
by his early 1.Q. and achievement data. '

A somewhat different set of learner characteristics are found 1f one

’””:fi eg:f,1ooks at the typical fema\e experimentaI S. She 1s closﬁf to the national




and two years behind the national norms (Tables 1I, III, and 1V). Her stddy
habits, attitudes, and study orientation are significantly higher than for

male Ss (51st, 74th and 64th percentiles respectively). In terms of "grades"
assigned by teachers 26 per cent female Ss attending the free school achieve

perfect grades while the mean is 2.30 on a 3 point scale.

INSERT TABLE II AB0UT HERE

When achievement is evaluated in terms of ability generating expécted
achjevement, the reading achievement for experimental Ss (free school) 1s
exactly as would be predicted from 1.Q. as in math applications but math

computations is six months behind.

INSERT TABLES I11 AND IV ABOUT HERE

A comparison of experinental Ss with a matched control sampIe of 9th

grade students reveals that tze contro1 Ss are one year advanced in reading.

g -_: one and one-half years 1n math computation and one year 1n math app11cat10n. e



A consideration of Table V makes it p1a1n.the students attending the
alternative school arrive at the school having very 1ow/poor attitudes
toward school, but that the experience of being in the school would seem
to have the effect of improving markedly and dramatically their attitudes
toward study and teachers. This would seem to be an important point and
one worthy of emphasis for there is no doubt that if a school can effect
this kind of change, then poor achievement scores, etc., notwithstanding
it could be said to be accomplishing something worthwhile.

Summary

It 1s important (and perhaps, too, rather depressing) to note that
when a genuine free (i.e., non fee paying) free/alternative school is
established, 1t would appear in this instance to attract students of
generally low ability and very low achievementt Thus, if free schools

are for those who are disaffected with the regular public schools then most
| of the time this 1s synonymous with their having low achievement in school.
This in itself is perhaps not surprising since one would predict that those
disaffected with regular school would not achieve well in the school. What
i5 more surprising is that these students do poorly in achievement even in
non-threatening testing situations--we acknowledge that in a sense any
testing situation may be threatening.

Systematjc observation of students An the free school. when combined
l with the testing data co1lected 1n this study 1eads the authors to serious1y ‘

“’:ev,question whether this kind of sch001 format or program benefits the type of

17;*f,f”student who’seems,most attvacted to 1t.k Ue conc1ude that the reason this j{‘ffﬁ5f;




heretofore research on these kinds of students has drawn from a very differ-
ent kind of sample, i.e., those attending private fee paying free schools.

This has obvious and serfous implications for the establishment of

alternative schools within the public school system.
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TABLE 1

Comparison of Male and Female Students in the Alternative School
and the Control Schoolson the Short Form Test
of Academic Aptitude Total I.Q.

Entering Class Finishing Class Control School
1.Q. §.0. N I.Qq. s.0. N Q. s.0. N

Opportunity Male 88,70 14.51 10 91,34 15.20 24 112.65 16.65 3}
Center Female 85.85 15.01 13 97,36 16,51 19 109,24 15.49 37
Combined 87.09 14,52 23 91,86 16.25 43 110,79 16.08 68




TABLE 11

Comparison of Male and Female Students in the Alternative School
and the Contirol Schools on the Stanford Achievement

Test (Form W) Paragraph Meaning

Entering Class Finishing Class
Grade M sS.0. N Grade S.D. N
Opportunity Male 6.2 3.2 9 6.4 3.8 25
Center Female 6.6 4.8 10 8.0 4.8 14
Combined 6.4 4.2 19 6.8 4.4 39
Contro) Male - a- i 10,2 4.4 13
Schools Female - e 10.5 3.8 19

Combined - - 10.4 4.0 32




TABLE 111

Comparison of Male and Female Students in the Alternative School

and the Control Schoots on the Stanford Achievement
Test (Form W) Arithmetic Computatfon

~ Entering Class

| ~ Opportunity Male 54 45 11
~ Center  Female 6.4 3.9 13
~ Combined 6.0 4.2 24

Control  Male - oo

N Cmnb1ned .. ee

 Finishing Class

Grade M s.0. N

5.1

5.8

5.4

6.8
7.0

4.8 30

4,8 48

LI

3.6 29
3.9 62
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TABLE IV

Comparison of Male and Female Students in the Alternative SChoo]
and the Control Schools on the Stanford Achievement |
 Test (Form W) Math Applicatfon

Entering Class o Fih{shfng Class
- Grade S,D. N Gradce ® S.D, N

Opportunity Male 6.6 4.0 10 - 6.6 3.1 6

Center  Femle 6.6 3.6 12 7.2 8.0 19
 Combined 6.6 3.6 22 7.0 3.6 25

Control  Male - e 8.2 5.4 41
CSchools  Female == .= 8.8 5.7 35

Combined == == 8.5 5.4 76
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TABLE V

Comparisons of Male and Female Students in the Alternative School
and the Control School on the Brown Holtzman
Survey of Study Habits and Attitudes,

ntering Class Finishing Class ContrglfSchoo%
yorteripe Class T N F

Delay 31.75 8  25.83 37.17 29.78  42.81 48.24 44.62

M 19.60 27.0 N
N 8 5 13 28 15 43 42 21 63
Work M 28.88 19,00 25.08 37.17 58.63 44,73  56.29 60.48 57.69
Methods $.0. 21.8) 13.42 18,11  22.64 25.73 25,74 29,50 30.90 30.21
N 8 5 13 28 i5 43 - 42 21 63
© Study M- 28,25 17.20 24.00  27.89 51.53 36.14  51.50 64,95 53.47
o N 8 5 13 28 16 43 43 21 63
Teacher M 17.88 24.60 20.46  49.50 85.33 62.00 41.42 40,19 41.00 .
Approval $.0. 14,16 27.08 21.61  30.48 17.41 24.82  22.84 29,37 26,3\
| N 8 5 13 28 15 43 2 2
 Educational F 26,25 18.00 20.46  30.37 56.33 39.02  43.09 43,29 43.16
Acceptance  S.D. 27.48 18.23 23.32  21.58 26.82 26,24  24.50 30.38 27.60
- N 8 5 13 28 16 43 42 21 63
Study M 193 18.00 18.70  41.11 71.40 51.68  43.30 43.29 43.3%)
Aptitude  S.D. 21.66 23.87 22.79  25.10 22.69 23.93  23.04 30.38 26.96
| | N 8 5 13 28 15 43 42 a6
o study W 22,25 16.00 19.85 32,35 64.60 43.60  45.98 47.10 46.35
~ Orfentation %,p.-1a.zz,~19.49 18.87 22,20 21.70 21,95 26,09 32,40 29.4




